Saudi labour market is unique in nature due to a number of aspects. It provides a picture of increasing job opportunity and, at the same time, higher level of youth unemployment. Like other countries, the employability of accounting graduates of Saudi Arabia is also subject to doubts. The present study assesses the convenience of accounting education for the unique requirements of Saudi labour market. The study collects data from 914 respondents from the three main stakeholdersstudents, faculty and accounting practitioners. The study finds that all the three stakeholders were of the opinion that the education was capable of meeting the unique requirements of the labour market in Saudi Arabia. A few suggestions are also presented, which would help improve the outcomes of the accounting programs and make the graduates employable.
Introduction
In the present highly competitive, volatile and uncertain business world, employers are on the lookout for employees who are industry ready and in procession of a wide range of abilities, skills and knowledge.
They are expected to demonstrate that they are capable of responding to all the requirements of a highly diverse and dynamic workplace. This is all important with respect to accounting practitioners, who are expected to possess a wide range of skills and knowledge due to the worldwide adoption of International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS). Now there is a general view among the employers that accounting programs of universities are incapable of providing their graduates with the required skills and capabilities (Hakim, 2016) . There is a definite expectation-reality gap between the employers' need and the supply by the university system. This gap or mismatch makes the early experiences of fresh graduates at their work place to be far from satisfactory. The present study intends to assess the gap between the employers' requirements and the actual skills possessed by the university graduates who received their degrees in accounting. This work also attempts to assess the preparedness of graduate in the accounting stream to take up the challenging tasks. The need for the study stems from the fact that the atmosphere in which accounts are presently working is changing at a rapid pace. This pace is aided and accelerated by globalization and advancements in information technology (IT). These changes are posing unexpected challenges to the accounting profession. To face these challenges, there is a definite requirement to make the accounting programs provide students with strong and essential professional, technical and soft skills. The International Education Standard (IES) brought out by the International Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB) (2015) identified four competencies that are required for professional accountants -intellectual, interpersonal and communication, personal, and organisational. Further, the decision of Saudi Organisation for Certified Public Accountants (SOCPA) to transition of Saudi Arabia towards International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) in 2012, has also presented the requirement to examine the quality of accounting education in the country. There is also a need to examine the steps taken by higher education institutions in Saudi Arabia to incorporate IFRS in their respective curriculums. The present study is undertaken in this backdrop.
Review of literature
The quality of higher education in general, and that of accounting education in particular has been a major issue of debate worldwide (Awayiga et al., 2010; Sulphey, 2017; Sulphey & Al Kahtani, 2018; Zureigat, 2015) . There are many who opine that the present educational model for accounting has failed in the area of employability skill development. This has resulted in problems for graduates as they lack the required generic skills (Muda et al., 2009) , thereby dissuading them from pursuing successful careers (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Muda, et al., 2009) . One of the agencies associated with the development of the education systems in Saudi Arabia is NCAAA which conducts developmental review programs that have profound positive impact on the implementation of the requirements of standard four in the accounting program (Senan, 2018) . Accounting employees are expected to have a set of generic as well as technical and functional skills (Barrie, 2006; Daff et al., 2012) . According to Barrie (2006) : "Generic skills are the skills, knowledge, and abilities of university graduates, beyond the technical and discipline knowledge, which apply and transfer to different contexts and are required as the result of completing any undergraduate degree" Daff et al. (2012) 
Perception of employers about skills required by accounting graduates
There have been substantial works accomplished on pertaining the skills sought by employers from accounting students (Daff, et al., 2012; Jackling & De Lange, 2009) . Evidences indicate that majority of employers place generic skills of accounting students in the high pedestal (Jackling & De Lange, 2009) than others. This is because such skills are perceived to facilitate employees to put to better use of the technical skills acquired by them and be successful in their professions. Employers mostly assume that graduates acquire the required technical skills while they undergo their curriculum at colleges. The only difference is that based on the unique situations and context of each country, the relative importance of the skills as perceived by employers varies. It would now be imperative to examine the available studies about the skills that are considered as important in various countries across the globe. The details are presented in Table 2 . However, a study by Mallak (2012) found that employers of Saudi Arabia seem to differ from other countries with respect to the skills required by accountants. According to these studies, employers placed technical accounting skills at higher importance than generic skills.
The skills required by accountants have changed drastically due to the present fiercely dynamic business environment and the adaption of IFRS. Now they do more than keeping numbers and often serve as consultants to the top management (Dandago & Shaari, 2013; Jones & Abraham, 2009) . They have to now work as information facilitators and strategic analysts, which demand a high level of interpersonal skills.
Employers always seek and are on the lookout for fresh graduates who are capable of applying their learned skills at work place. Many employers are of the opinion that accounting graduates are not taught and hence do not acquire the required generic skills at the universities. There are empirical evidences to prove that the education system has failed in many instances to meet the standards that are expected by employers of accounting graduates in certain crucial areas like critical thinking, communication (oral and written), inter-personal relations, ethical orientation, leadership development, Information technology (IT), and the like (Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Daff et al., 2012; De Lange et al., 2009; Jackling & Gut, 2006; Lin et al., 2005; Parham et al., 2012; Yu et al., 2013) .
Perception of students
Perception of students regarding the skills required by accountants has also been subjected to empirical examination by many researchers (Usoff & Feldmann, 1998; Klibi & Oussii, 2013; Yu et al., 2013) . These studies suggest that graduate students perceived technical skills to be of greater importance, as against generic skills. They tend to focus mostly on routine technical/accounting programs and research skills (Jackling & De lange, 2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008) . However, some studies also found continuous learning, communication skills (written and oral), problem solving and appreciative skills to be perceived as important by students (Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Kim et al., 1993) . A surprising finding by Kim et al. (1993) was that most accounting graduates firmly believed that good grades in the examinations and certain personal qualities were considered by employers as important. Students also perceive that they are not being provided with the required employability skills. According to Jackling and Sullivan (2007) students are of the opinion that they are to be provided with a "holistic learning experience that combines structured learning, with industry participation, work experience and extra-curricular activities".
Thus, there exists a wide gap between the employers' and accounting graduates' perception regarding their preparedness and perceived employability skills (especially generic attributes), and this has been a matter of considerable discussions in the academic and industry circles (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Brui & Porter, 2010; Hakim, 2016; Siegel et al., 2010; Wally-Dima, 2011; Yu et al., 2013) .
Towards new curriculum and pedagogies
The drastic changes in the business world have called for overhauling of the curriculum to make the students meet the modern challenges . In the accounting sphere many changes have been introduced in the recent past, including the adoption of IFRS, where accountants are expected to work as information facilitators and strategic analysts have thrust upon business educators the added responsibility of preparing graduates such that they are capable of satisfying the employer's requirements. However, researchers, for instance Athiyaman (2001) and Kavannah and Drennan (2008) , are of the opinion that the available accounting curriculums of universities the world are mostly designed such that they are capable of providing only theoretical accounting base, rather than employability skills.
Cranmer (2006) rues that generic skills are provided only scant attention by the universities, and whatever is taught does not add value to their employability skills. This view is also shared by Abayadeera and Watty (2014); Jackson and Chapman (2012) and Yu et al., (2013) . In addition, there are doubts, vagueness and confusions regarding the exact requirements and expectations of the employers (Cranmer, 2006; Gati, 1998) . Echoing this view Crawford et al. (2011) states that employers and students do not have clarity regarding the skills that is required. This difference could be due to the lack of appropriate communication channels between employers, the university and faculty, as the students. All these point towards the reason as to why accounting graduates face difficulties at their early careers. Accounting educators thus have a profound need and responsibility to have sound knowledge about the skills required skills by the students so that the curriculum and the courses could be appropriately improved, and the students can be prepared to take on the challenges that they could face in the work environment.
IFRS has thrust upon universities a golden opportunity for implementing new curriculum that uses latest pedagogies. However, there are many who rue (for instance AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014; Jackling et al., 2013) that academics have missed the opportunity to revise the contents and pedagogy of accounting curriculum. Jackling et al. (2013) suggest academics to adapt a "principle based approach" that could include "simulations, role plays, oral presentations by students and problem-based case studies with multiple solutions". In Saudi Arabia accounting education still has predominance towards traditional approaches, as lecturing is given more importance (AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014) . There is a definite need to rethink about using latest pedagogical methodologies that adopt a student-centred approach. The utilization of modern pedagogies is now at a dismally low level. There should be a positive movement away from this towards a framework-based teaching. Using a framework-based teaching where the IFRS concepts form "the starting point and the basis for defining and analysing business transactions and economic events" will go a long way in modernising accounting education (Hodgdon et al., 2011; Wells, 2011) . Towards this there should be more focus on the content, the way courses are delivered, as well as the curriculum structure.
This positive change in accounting education should focus on developing the skills of students in the areas of analysis and judgement (Barth, 2008; Carmona & Trombetta, 2010) . Towards this there is a need to follow a "conceptual approach to teaching". In such an approach the prime focus should be on principles, framework and concepts so that employability of graduates is enhanced. Such a framework approach will present the students with a better and lasting effect on employability as it will improve comprehension capacity. It will also help students adapt quickly to future changes in regulations and standards of accounting practices, which may not be provided by traditional and conventional teaching methodologies (Barth 2008) . As against "conceptual based approach", there are others who firmly believe that IFRS can be taught better through a "framework-based teaching". For instance, Wells (2011) opine that accounting graduates have a necessity to develop and utilise a host of skills that include technical, professional and judgemental for IFRS reporting. He argues that towards this there is a need to develop a "frameworkbased teaching" of IFRS. This is because; there is a definite need to understand the various principles, concepts and framework of IFRS. The "framework-based teaching" allows having a deeper, comprehensive and better understanding of IFRS requirements and concepts. It will also help in developing abilities that will help in the exercising of professional judgment. There are empirical evidences to suggest that such a framework-based methodology would help in the identification of various elements of financial statements and the identification of the appropriate IFRS standards that needs to be applied (Hodgdon, et al., 2011; Wells 2011) .
Saudi Labour Market
The Saudi labour market is unique in nature. The market, which is segmented, has significant numbers of expatriate employees. Saudi nationals with better educated normally are attracted and interested in joining public sector/government jobs. This is presumably due to better wages and generous fringe benefits. They also have job security, higher social status, and retirement schemes with pension. Private sector depends heavily on expatriate labour. Further expatriates are available for fixed terms and contract jobs under the sponsorship of Saudis.
Of the overall working-age population, the Saudi youth aged between 20 and 29 years constitute 31%.
Of the many uniqueness of Saudi labour market, recently the labour market witnessed a higher level of labour participation. However, the employment growth though was lower, remained positive. This pushed up the rate of unemployment. Yet another uniqueness of the market was that the unemployment rate of females increased faster than males. The unemployment of youth also has risen marginally. It is also worth noting that the rate of unemployment rose in spite of creation of a large number of jobs. However, it was found that majority of these newly jobs went to were secured by non-Saudis. Thus in 2016, the Saudi job market presented a total divergence from other economic indicators. For instance, while there was a sort of slowdown in the year, the net employment rose by about 892 thousand. Another silver lining was that employers showed a willingness to hire young Saudis youth.
Using the statistical data available with the General Authority for Statistics, the Jadwa Investment (2016) found a skill mismatch between the needs of the private sector employers and the Saudi job-seekers. They identify this as the major obstacle in the way of reformation of Saudi labour market. They are also of the opinion that the segmentation done between Saudis and expatriate employees with respect to working conditions like wages, work time, skills, etc. are the important factors that make private sector's to hire non-Saudis. Further, the wage rates of expatriates are lower and non-wages benefits are also lesser (Al-Asmari, 2008) .
Saudi Arabia and most other countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) having embarked on formulating distinct labour market strategies aimed at enhancing employment potential for nationals. This is planned to be accomplished within the framework of economic and structural reforms. The employment objectives are to be achieved through a number of measures touching upon the quantity, quality, and price aspect of labour force (Al-Asmari, 2008) . A general increase in the labour market is definitely and most likely to have a positive impact on the need for fresh graduates who have specialised in accounting discipline.
Therefore, there is a definite need to have a peep into the prospects of employment needs, potential as well as employability of accounting graduates in the kingdom. There is also a need to find out the convenience of accounting education of the kingdom in churning out industry ready graduates ideal for the unique labour market conditions. Based on the review of literature the objectives of the study are set as under.
Objectives of the study
The following objectives have been identified for the study:
 To identify the skills and knowledge offered by the Accounting program with the requirements of the Saudi labour market,  To identify the most important components of the educational system in the accounting program which has an impact on the quality of accounting education,  To identify the weaknesses and shortcomings in the program from the view point of both graduates, students, teaching staff and practitioners.
In tandem with the above objectives, the following hypotheses were formulated for the study:
Hypothesis 1: Accounting program provides adequate knowledge and skills required for the Saudi labour market.
Sub Hypotheses:
H 1a: Accounting education provides adequate knowledge required by the Saudi labour market. H1b: Accounting education provides students with intellectual skills required by the Saudi labour market. H1c: There is a statistically significant difference between the accounting technical and practical skills offered by the accounting education and which required by the Saudi labour market. H1d: There is a statistically significant difference between the accounting interpersonal and communication skills offered by the accounting education and which required by the Saudi labour market.
Methodology
A comprehensive methodology has been adopted to conduct the present study. A structured online questionnaire was used to collect the data. The questionnaire was comprehensive in nature. Data was collected online from a total of 914 respondents for a period of four weeks. Since the questionnaire was administered online and all the items were made compulsory, there were no missing data and all the 914 responses could be used for the study. Demographic information like education, rank, gender, etc. were gathered from the respondents. Separate sets of demographic data were collected from students, faculty and professionals.
The study has adopted a "triangular approach" which involved level seven and eight accounting programs students (Final year students), accounting programs teaching staff (University Professors), and practitioners as proposed by Rosenberg et al. (2012) . This method is ideal as it takes into consideration diverse views of employability, which is likely to provide a comprehensive view (Sulphey, 2015) . As such the respondents included students (258 -28.2%), faculties (198 -21.7%) and practitioners (458 -50.1%) in the field of accounting. There were 572 males (62.6%) and 342 females (37.4%). The educational background of the sample varied drastically. The details are presented in Table 3 . The details of the samples with professional qualifications in Accounting were also collected. There was wide diversity with respect to the professional qualifications. Many of them had international professional qualifications. The details are presented in Table 4 . Majority of the sample with professional qualification (90) were qualified from SOCPA (Saudi Organization of Certified Public Accountants). The sample included respondents with international qualifications from USA like CPA, ACCA, CMA, etc. A few were IFRS (2) and VAT (12) specialists. All these aspects about the respondents point towards the fairly wide diversity of the sample collected for the study.
The sample had varying years of experiences in their respective professions. It ranged from less than a year to over 20 years. The average experience was found to be 7.34 years. The details of the professional experience of the sample are presented in Table 4 : The second part of the questionnaire consisted of four variables -accounting knowledge, intellectual skills, technical and practical skills, and interpersonal skills. There were 49 items spread in all the four variables. The breakup of items across variables is presented in Table 5 : The reliability of the questionnaire was tested using Cronbach's α and the values are presented in Table  5 . Reliability assesses the power and precision of the scale in measuring the concept (Kerlinger, 1986; DeVellis, 1991) . Reliability between the items of a scale means it possesses a good inter-item correlation. It can be observed that all values exceed the rule of the thump stipulated by Nunnally (1978) . This indicates that the tool used in the examination is reliable. To further test the usability of the questionnaire, the inter-variable correlation was also calculated and the details are presented in Table 6 . According to Churchill (1979) , if the correlations were low, it would indicate that the variables do not belong to the appropriate domain. In the present case, all the correlations were found to be significant at 0.01 level, signifying its unity towards the domain of employability. 
Findings
For testing of various hypotheses formulated for the study, the data has been analysed using t-test and correlation. The details of the analysis are presented in the following sections. Note: N = 914
Accounting knowledge
The level of accounting knowledge of the students was assessed through 25 items. It can be observed from the above table that the actual mean for Accounting Knowledge (based on the first hypothesis) is 3.47, which is greater than the elementary mean of 3. The value of t was 17.506 greater than ta which is equal to 1.962. This indicates that this determinant lies within the acceptable level. By following the elements of this variable, it found that this result came from the most elements. This shows that the accounting students have the required set of generic skills that were stated in the works of Barrie (2006) and Daff et al. (2012) . Thus, based on the values in Table 7 , the alternative hypothesis is rejected and the null hypothesis that "Accounting education provides adequate knowledge required by the Saudi labour market" is accepted.
There are however, scope for including certain associated accounting topics in the curriculum of accounting programs. A few of them include certain special accounting issues such as accounting of hospitals, hotels, colleges, branches, non-for profit organizations, etc. There is also a scope for including in-depth details about corporate social responsibility (CSR).
Intellectual Skills
The second hypothesis is with respect to intellectual skills. Six items were used to assess this skill. It can be observed from Table 7 that the actual mean is 3.20, it is greater than 3 (elementary mean). The value of t was 6.145, which is greater than ta. This is an indication that this variable is in the acceptable level. Therefore, the null hypothesis is accepted, which states that "Accounting education provides students with intellectual skills required by the Saudi labour market". The need for intellectual skills has been highlighted by IAESB in its 2015 release. It has also been found to be an important requirement towards employability by Bui and Porter (2010) , and recently by Tan and Fawzi (2017) . The importance of intellectual skills has been emphasised by Tan and Fawzi (2017) to help accountants deal with issues arising out of routine aspects like cost, revenue, investment, etc. It would also facilitate the solving of problems, making the required arguments, etc. The present study has found that the Accounting education in Saudi Arabia provides the students with the intellectual skills required by the Saudi labour market. However, skills like the abilities of identification and solving of complex and unfamiliar problems need to be further improved.
Technical and practical skills
Six items were used to assess the technical and practical skills of the students. Statistically significant difference between the accounting technical and practical skills offered by the accounting education was found in the analysis. It can be observed that the actual mean is 3.35, which is greater than the elementary mean. Further, the value of t was 11.621, which is greater than ta. This in an indicator that the technical and practical skills offered by the accounting education lies within acceptable level. Consequently, the null hypothesis which states that "There is a statistically significant difference between the accounting technical and practical skills offered by the accounting education and which required by the Saudi labour market" is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is accepted. The present work has thus found that the accounting education in Saudi Arabia provides accounting students with the necessary technical and practical skills required in the labour market.
The need for technical skills has been identified as early as in 1993 by Birkett, which has been emphasised by Tan and Fawzi (2017) . The 2015 release IAESB has also highlighted the need for technical and practical skills. Sandifer (2018) has highlighted the same in a recent study. However, there is a definite requirement to improve certain technical and practical skills associated with risk analysis and accounting information systems.
Interpersonal and communication skills
The need for interpersonal and communication skills for accounting students have been stated in multitude of studies (Barac, 2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Lowden, et al. 2011; Tempone et al., 2012) . The present study has attempted to assess the level of interpersonal and communication skills of the accounting students. The details are presented in Table 7 .
12 items were used to assess the level of interpersonal skills of the accounting students. It can be observed from Table 7 that the actual mean is 3.37, which is well above the elementary mean. T value of t was 11.807, which is greater than ta, which is an indicator that this variable is lying within the acceptable levels. Therefore, the null hypothesis which states that "There is a statistically significant difference between the accounting interpersonal and communication skills offered by the accounting education and which required by the Saudi labour market" is rejected and the alternative hypothesis is accepted. It can be inferred that the accounting students of Saudi Arabia have the required interpersonal and communication skills, which is indispensable for the accounting profession. This is in tandem with the studies of Lowden et al. (2011) and Tempone et al. (2012) 
Overall employability of accounting graduates
To test the hypothesis "General accounting programs provide adequate knowledge and skills required for the Saudi labour market", the overall score was subjected to t-test. The overall mean score was found to be 3.35 with a standard deviation of .81. The t-value was 12.86, which is significant. The mean is greater than the elementary mean of three, and the value of t was greater than ta. In general, through the testing of these hypotheses, it was possible to assess the level of adequacy of knowledge and skills offered by the accounting programs in Saudi Arabia.
As stated earlier, the present study had adopted a "triangular approach" involving three categories of respondents (Rosenberg et al., 2012) , which included graduates, faculty, and practitioners. Though not triangular, a similar methodology was adopted by Hakim (2016) when he assessed the level of preparedness of Accounting Graduates through comparing the perceptions of accounting employees and their employers. The present study has however, included all the three relevant stakeholders. Therefore, analysis was done to find out the overall perception of all the three types of respondents and the results are presented in Table 8 . The results show that all the categories of respondents perceive that the Accounting education in Saudi Arabia offers the required employability skills for the labour market. This pattern of perception was observed in all the four variables, and the resultant overall score. The different variables in the overall employability skills were as per the findings of Zureigat (2015) conducted earlier in Saudi Arabia. This grouping has provided some interesting and noteworthy results which are provided in Table 9 . It can be observed that 30% of the respondents are having high opinion about the level of accounting education, and it is ideal to meet the requirements of the labour market in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Another 40% belong to the middle group, together making it a net of 70% of the respondents (belonging various classifications), who are of the opinion that accounting education in the country is meeting the market requirements. While 30% of the respondents are having low opinion about accounting education meeting the labour market requirements of the country. This finding confirms the results of the earlier analysis. An attempt was also made to find out the groupings based on the various classifications like professors, students and practitioners. The details presented in Table 9 show that the students (74%) hold in high esteem the capability of the accounting program to meet the labour requirements of the country. This is indeed a welcome sign, though there are many things that need to be done to make the program of high utility in the labour market. A matter of concern is that only 27% of the practitioners are there in the high group, but 45% are in the middle group, which is heartening, thus making it a total of 73%. However, this aspect needs to be provided the required importance as it the practitioners who need to appoint the graduates. There is a definite need to look from the position of the practitioners, and a study needs to be taken to find out the reason behind this difference in perception.
Recommendations
Based on the review of literature and opinions expressed by stakeholders during the course of the survey, a few recommendations related to the knowledge and skills required to improve the outcomes of the accounting programs are presented. These recommendations will also help in reducing the gap in the requirements of the Saudi labour market:
1. The curriculum needs to be developed in accordance with international accounting standards and international financial reporting standards. It is noteworthy that Saudi Arabia has adapted these standards in 2017. 2. Inclusion of the certain topics which are yet to find its presence in the study plan. Notable among them are external and internal audit, accounting of financial institutions and insurance companies. 3. Requirement of training the students on computer applications in accounting, especially the software that are currently in use in the market. 4. As field training helps the students in the acquisition of first-hand knowledge of what they are expected to do on the job, there is a need to increase the credit hours of field training. This will go to a long way in involving the industry in increasing the practical knowledge of the students. 5. Adoption of case studies method of teaching, wherein latest case incidents are discussed will also help the students in gaining required perspective of the real life situation. 6. Associating faculty members with professional associations and organizations so that they are able to acquire the required practical and professional knowledge.
7. Initiation of industry mentoring program, wherein the industry is provided greater say in the development of curriculum and its delivery. This will facilitate to churn out industry ready graduates who are assets for the nation.
Conclusion
The study was undertaken to assess the employability of accounting graduates of Saudi Arabia. The study assessed the convenience of accounting education towards providing employability for accounting graduates based on the unique requirements of Saudi labour market. The perceptions of three stakeholders in accounting education were considered for the study -the students, the accounting faculty and the practitioners. The study has found that the accounting education in Saudi Arabia is capable of providing the required employability skills for the students. All the stakeholders from whom data has been collected have expressed this view. Nevertheless there are many things that need to be done to make the program of high utility in the labour market. Such as; scope for including certain associated with accounting topics in the curriculum of accounting programs and certain special accounting issues. There is a definite requirement to improve certain technical and practical skills associated with risk analysis and accounting information systems. Furthermore, there is also a scope of providing skills like the abilities of identification and solving of complex and unfamiliar problems which need to be further improved.
